This essay analyses attitudes towards freedom of choice in theological reflections on sexuality. It explores common contradictions that often emerge in such accounts, including: the reaffirmation of disavowed simplicity, the affirmation of biological determinism at the expense of interpersonal values, and a distrust of choice, which effectively amounts to a choice not to choose. It shows that while conservative Christian sexual ethicists often demonise individual freedom of choice, liberal theology often fetishises such freedom. These tensions are contrasted with alternative approaches to sexuality, in the form of Rowan Williams' concept of the 'body's grace', and Kathleen Roberts Skerrett's notion of 'incarnating the other'. The discussion argues that contributions of each of these theologians require greater analysis of the contemporary social and cultural forces shaping contemporary sexual practices. The essay explores this entwinement between sexuality and the ideal of freedom in contemporary culture, through a discussion of Jonathan Franzen's novel Freedom.
8 alternative ground for sexual relationships, Hauerwas focuses on specific practices that he thinks are inherent to marriage, emphasising in particular the view that procreation is an essential element of sex. Marriage 'rightly orders' men and women, and thus it 'rightly orders' sex. Following Rosemary Haughton, Hauerwas describes Christian marriage as 'heroic' because 'the couple dedicate themselves, not simply to each other, but to work together at something greater than I imagine'.
17 To achieve such 'heroism', Hauerwas continues, requires that couples avoid self-centred considerations, such as whether they are 'fulfilled' in their relationship. He argues that 'Christians do not believe that love legitimates sex or even that sex is an expression of love.' 18 Instead, marriage becomes a sign of hope, because it is lived in expectation of welcoming in new lives in the form of offspring. On this point, Hauerwas pulls no punches, 'Accordingly it would be appropriate as part of the examination of couples desiring to have the Church witness their marriages to have their intensions to have children declared.'
The contribution of theologians discussed thus far is how they highlight ways in which so-called 'liberal' sexual ethics can often revolve around rather vague and sentimental concepts, which merely mime the wider culture's emphasis on individual free choice. 19 This critique is achieved, however, at the cost of jettisoning the moral significance of any relational elements such as joy, gratitude, even love. 20 This is due to the view dominant cultural values like individual choice and freedom need to be challenged by Christian ethics.
Thus, for these theologians, it is biological identity -conceived of either as 'difference', the capacity to procreate, or as bodies disciplined by communal practice -that serves as the ground for a Christian ethic of sex. In effect, the antidote for individual subjective motivations in sexual relationships is to render as morally irrelevant the individual subject as anything more than bodily material. Making the subjectivities of the individuals involved in a sexual relationship pointless (their motivations, intentions, enjoyment), however, ultimately undermines the capacity of such theologies to serve as an 'ethics' for contemporary human subjects. There is no relational component to such a theology of sex; there is, in effect, no At the most basic level, these approaches are not primarily grounded on a Christian theological position, in the sense of focusing on biblical treatments of sexuality, or on substantive doctrines such as that of creation. The moral arguments of both Meilaender and
Hauerwas could be accused, in the end, (to use a phrase Hauerwas often employs) of being materialist 'all the way down'. For Meilaender, it is the materiality of empirical biological difference that gives moral dignity to sex; according to Hauerwas, it is the character-instilling structures of the ecclesial institution of marriage, and it alone, which enables the sex act (in the singular) to be grace-filled. It is notable that this is an ethic of sex without a pneumatology. For Hauerwas, for example, the 'church' (Which church? Whose perspective within it?) is the agent assigned as the guardian of sexuality through the institution of heterosexual marriage, leaving little space for either a divine or human agent to contribute something to the relationship. The extent which his moral theology is grounded on contextual determinism is clearly evident in his suggestion that true marriage is not possible within capitalism. 21 It seems that Hauerwas fears that capitalism is capable of entangling even the movement of the Spirit when it comes to sexual relationships. To this concern about the power of capitalism to shape sexual relationship the discussion now turns.
Choosing not to Choose: the Demonisation of Choice
In the approaches to sexual ethics discussed thus far, considerable critical attention is given to illuminating the interconnection between cultural attitudes to sexuality and the values of liberal individualism. This is then shown to be closely associated with capitalist painfully obvious in a context of ongoing revelations of sexual abuse by clergy. Both simplistic narratives (the chaotic external 'Liberal Paradigm' and the 'purity of the Church') shun the difficulties inherent to a mature ethics, which involves discerning how to make complex choices, as well as learning to live with the impact of these same choices.
Given that choice is unavoidable in sexual ethics, the question of the process and 
Fetishising Choice: emphasising the importance of context without critically analysing it
If the conservative theologians discussed above fail to offer a convincing response to the challenges of contemporary sexual ethics, it is noteworthy that liberal Christian ethicists often uncritically adopt the modern celebration of individual freedom, without attending sufficiently to the social and cultural tensions found in contemporary sexual practices. through the false modern alternatives of "repression" and "libertinism".' 34 Thus far, the discussion in this essay has done much to illustrate why such a goal is required. A Christian ethic of sexuality that is adequate to the challenges facing the churches needs to attend to the concerns of both poles of this debate. It should recognise the problems inherent to the concept of freedom that are articulated by conservative Christian ethicists, but also acknowledge the liberal recognition of the contributions of modern culture and of the complexity of individual subjectivity. The following section turns to two theologians who make important contributions in this latter direction.
Towards a Theology of Sexuality

The Body's Grace, Desiring the Other's Incarnation
The article 'The Body's Grace' by Rowan Williams is noteworthy for the consistent way that, after admitting that the quest for an adequate sexual ethics is 'doomed from the start', he then refrains from introducing a simple answer to the problem. Instead, Williams turns to analysing why it is that sexuality is so difficult to comprehend and why, as he puts it, it 'matters'. 35 To explore this problem, he turns to Paul Scott's four novels of The Raj Quartet, and particularly to the character Sarah Layton, a respectable daughter of a colonial official, who tries to live truthfully and generously in the midst of a corrupt and racist regime, despite feeling powerless and vulnerable. When she is seduced, her Indian lover observes that, 'You don't know anything about joy at all, do you?' She is lost, a young woman in a foreign culture where she is viewed as an occupier; she is 'present fully to no one and nothing'. Following the sexual seduction by her partner, however, even though one could not say that 'true love' was part of the equation, Scott describes a scene in which she looks into the mirror and has an epiphany; 'she had entered her body's grace'. self' (107). Try as she might to be free of her past, her less attractive qualities, and her own unresolved emotional difficulties, these issues cannot be buried forever, even when they remain invisible to Walter's adoring gaze. She is never really able to believe that Walter loves her for who she 'truly' is. Her son Joey is involved in a similar situation with Connie.
He both enjoys the attentions of Connie's 'boundless capacity for idolatrous love', but also considers it too intense and misplaced (288). Likewise, when Lalitha kisses Walter with 'more desire for him in her mouth than in Patty's entire body' (336), it initially fills him with an intense feeling of joy; however, he soon finds that although 'he now had what he wanted, ...it was making him lonely' (467). What is clear in the lives of these characters is that desire is far from a reliable compass for moral discernment or the achievement of happiness.
Such oscillations of desire are at the core of Franzen's examination of freedom.
Connie tells Joey that he should feel free to sleep with other women while he is away at college, but when he does he feels like he has betrayed both himself and his girlfriend. He himself is consumed by jealousy when Connie begins to have sex with another man. The closer he gets to the object of his fantasy -the beautiful Jenna -the more miserable he becomes. Jenna, he realises, 'didn't understand love' but simply measured her life in terms of money and cultural status (408). Joey rebels against his parents, and initially against Connie, determined to be free to do whatever he wants, only to discover that he 'didn't know what to do, he didn't know how to live' (318).
This narrative thus interrupts tendencies to celebrate both the capacity of passionate desire to achieve right-relationship, but also the notion that firm discipline and authority resolve the tensions of sexuality. Regarding the former tendency, Patty laments how her brief affair with Richard made her miserable: 'I've spent three years wanting a thing I knew would never make me happy. But it didn't make me stop wanting it' (375). Regarding the second tendency, the more Patty and Walter try to influence and shape Joey's life, the more he aggressively rebels and longs to be 'free'. Many of his choices simply become motivated by his determination to choose the opposite of what his parents represent.
The dynamics of these relationships resonate with Skerrett's recognition that 'choice' often exceeds one's intentions. It also recalls Williams' observation that desire is a phenomenon that can interrupt and surprise the subject. These two theologians emphasise the positive and life-giving potentials of this dimension of sexuality, even as they acknowledge the tragic risks it entails. Franzen's portrait of the Berglund family deepens this trajectory by illuminating how the dynamics of desire can elude the control and even awareness of individual subjects. Moreover, the novel demonstrates ways in which consumer capitalism has become intertwined with contemporary cultural understandings of sex. Franzen portrays this in a rant by Richard as he describes some of his music groupies: 'Me me me, buy buy buy, party party party' (202). Walter adds a political dimension to this: 'Capitalism can't handle talking about limits, because the whole point of capitalism is the restless growth of capital' (361). The novel suggests that the impermanence and constant flux of capitalism shape the exercise of individual freedom in profound ways, encouraging impatience, selfcenteredness, and temporary relationships.
When Patty visits her daughter's college, she reads the institutional motto on the wall, Use Thy Freedom Well (184). But the novel shows how difficult it is for any of the main characters to live either freely or well. They all resent the limits and frustrations they experience in their lives. At the same time, they find moments of apparent free choice to be disorienting and disappointing. Illouz notes that such experiences are a common feature of contemporary sexuality: 'Suffering in contemporary intimate interpersonal relationships reflects the situation of the self in conditions of modernity'. 56 Franzen's narrative shows how, over time, the main characters learn to cope with their constraints and disappointments. They must come to appreciate that part of this task involves unlearning some of the cultural conditioning they have received, as well as resisting social pressures to act in certain ways.
At the heart of the novel is the troubled relationship between Patty and Walter. Patty often finds sex with Walter unexciting, partially due to his gentle attentiveness (which is paradoxically one of the things she loves him for). Meanwhile, she burns with desire for
Richard. Over time, as Walter's patience with Patty's frustrated state wears thin, he finds the desire that Lalitha has for him energizing. When Patty admits her brief affair with Richard to Walter, he uses this as an excuse to exile her from his life. Patty is then "free" to be with Richard, and Walter is "free" to enjoy his new life with Lalitha. What the novel demonstrates is that such escapes to the fantasy of sexual bliss are not possible. For Walter, 'it didn't feel like liberation, it felt like death' (480).
The breakthrough for both characters comes when each is able, not only to see themselves for who they truly are, but also to accept this. This is matched by a new capacity to perceive the other clearly for who they are, and to nevertheless love them. This achievement does not come easily. The first movement in this direction occurs when Walter discovers Patty's personal journal. When Walter reads it, even though this results in considerable pain for all involved (and also in the breakup of the marriage), the event enables 56 Illouz, Why Love Hurts, 16. a new level of truthfulness to enter into their relationship. It takes some time for Walter to absorb the impact of these discoveries, aided by criticism he receives from his daughter. He admits that he must also engage in some self-critical exploration, and determine whether he is becoming 'another overconsuming white American male who felt entitled to more and more and more' (318).
These events prepare the ground for a breakthrough in the drama, but what finally enables it is Patty's refusal to give up on the relationship. She recognises her own failings in the wake of the death of her father, as she realises that her own 'dream of creating a fresh life, entirely from scratch, entirely independent, had been just that: a dream' (514). Accepting this, she experiences a change in herself. She is able to let go of her fantasy of an endlessly exciting life with Richard, as well as her resentment of the disappointments she has suffered.
She rediscovers what she loves about Walter -his capacity to love nature and the world around him -and so resolves to go to him and share her feelings. When he initially refuses to speak to her, she waits, patiently but stubbornly, outside his door. She realises that the situation is beyond here control, and so she simply waits. The climax of the novel occurs involves discovering a delicate balance between power and submission. The absence of power is alienating and leads to a desperate scramble for control, while absolute autonomy undermines itself. When Walter realises that 'He and his wife loved each other and brought each other daily pain' (325), the novel shows that there is no escape from this situation.
Simply splitting up or merely staying together does not resolve the problem. The only possible resolution is confronting and working through the dilemma, and even then it comes only as a surprising gift. Sexuality is shown to be a key dimension to working through these dynamics, but at the same time the novel illustrates how fraught a field it is to navigate.
These observations suggest that sexual ethics is best thought of, not in terms of static categories, but in aspirational terms. While concepts like 'right-relation' and 'mutuality' can possibly serve as useful signposts, the complexity of sexual relationships cannot be reduced to these, for reasons that critics like Hauerwas and Meilaender have demonstrated. Against such critics, however, it should be recognised that the proper 'end' of sexuality can only be realised as a gift. This is undermined when one attempts to rigidly control or manipulate it.
The most appropriate doctrinal location for the Christian sexual ethics is thus eschatology rather than ecclesiology or the doctrine of creation. Sexual relations do serve the wider community, but they are not simply for the community. Similarly, while one's understanding Thus, although church teaching and saintly models may help Christians to achieve 'rightly channelled desire ', 59 there is no fool-proof way on this side of the eschaton to control the fluidity of human desires or avoid the inherent difficulties of navigating the architecture of choice. As Patty's and Joey's experiences illustrate, often the attempt to rigidly control desire only becomes its very stimulus. Achieving true attentiveness to the other's presence, and to oneself, takes time. This is the reason that faithfulness, understood as the giving of unlimited time to another, is so important for a moral understanding of sex. It is such faithfulness, not in the name of 'procreation' or 'natural order', but offered as part of the attempt to be attentive to the presence of the other, which stands in stark contrast to 'hooking up' culture and the frenzied consumerist consumption of contemporary capitalist social patterns.
As Walter reflects on the life of his troubled grandfather, who had immigrated to the USA from Sweden in search of boundary-less opportunity, he observes how 'The personality susceptible to the dream of limitless freedom is a personality also prone, should the dream ever sour, to misanthropy and rage ' (445) . Heeding this caution in the sphere is sexuality is difficult in the context of western culture's hyper-preoccupation with sex. Yet this is also a warning that helps one recognise that the promise of grace is found, not by transcending the limitations and disappointments encountered in human relationships and their inherent choices, but by working through them. This is the dynamic Paul wrestles with as he seeks to help the Corinthians understand why the freedom found in God's grace ought not to be mistaken as licence to live without regard for consequence or for the concerns of others.
58 Augustine, The Confessions (New York: Penguin Books, 1961), 21 (1.1). 59 Coakley, 'Rethinking the sex crises' (part 3).
